NIGHT	253
The old man came up to me again. It was too
dark for me to make out what he had in his hand
but I could see him like a bearded Gandhi or a
domesticated Ali Baba standing before me, his
brown garment wrapped around him toga-wise,
baring one puny shoulder and two skinny arms, his
wizened chaps all seamed, grotesquely hirsute,
puckered with mischievous delight. Surely that
dwarf-like figure had stepped out of a fairy-tale, the
story of that old man of the mountains who never
came with his fellow-gnomes to the baptism of the
fairy princess because he was much too old, lived
too far off, and the rats which drew his coach were
always playing truant, watching the moonbeams
dancing on the mountain rills.
" Your presence, honoured guest beloved of my
dear sovereign, sheds more lustre on my humble
house than any of these lights. Like this attar let
my gratitude anoint your hands." From two phials
he let fall upon my fingers some drops of scented oil.
The festivities continued, on a prodigal scale;
they had been going on for days, and more were to
follow. For according to Ino!ian custom, nothing
may be spared, no largess stinted, where a wedding
is concerned. It must be spectacular to the point
of ostentation, and a single entertainment such as
to-night's, however lavish, would be considered
quite inadequate. A costly practice, not to say
ruinous, for it is rarely that the bridegroom or his
family can find the ready money ; to keep then-
social status, modest though it be, they are obliged
to fall back on professional money-lenders. Loans
are forthcoming at fantastic rates of interest, and
to pay them off the unhappy debtors have to slave
all their lives, to count with every anna—and very
often die before they have shaken off the load of

